Dreaming of a blue (LED) Christmas  by Szweda, Roy
By the time you read this, last Christmas will 
be just a memory. For some it will have been 
a disappointing time because they did not 
get the present that they most wanted: the 
Sony Playstation 2. But why should we care? 
What, you might ask, has this "toy" to do 
with III-Vs Review? The answer is simple: 
what has largely gone unnoticed is that the 
PS2 is the first games console to exploit not 
only DVD lasers but also the blue LED! 
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The front panel of the PS2 is similar to other 
appliances in having several status indicators, 
but it is unique in having a blue LED for show- 
ing that a disc is loaded and running. 
This is a major development in optoelectronics. 
Last year when writing the GaN Report* I noted 
that it was unlikely that blue-green wide-bandgap 
LEDs would impact the status indicator market, 
since most functions are satisfied with com- 
modity red, green and amber LEDs - unbeatable 
for their combination of low cost and ergonomy 
and widely available in many formats. A draw- 
back for the blue LED is the lack of obvious 
meaning of the colour blue in status indicators. 
So far, use of blue LEDs in consumer appliances 
has been limited, with the focus on large-area 
outdoor multi-colour displays and traffic signals 
(which require arrays of LEDs) where there was 
an outstanding need for blue LEDs (but not so 
for a simple lamp on the front of the TV, VCR etc). 
Indicator lamps are an important opto segment. 
Most modern appliances in the home, office or 
vehicle use many LEDs which have largely 
replaced older sources of illumination such as 
filament bulbs and neons, due not only due to 
the LED's greater robustness and convenience 
but also its competitive price and performance. 
Where does this leave the choice of lamp for the 
PS2? It is less a case of competing with older 
traditional light sources than of using LEDs of 
other colours. Previously, choice was limited to 
red, amber and green. Now, blue/violet LEDs 
are available as commercial components, but 
on economic grounds it makes little sense: 
• blue LEDs are more expensive; 
• the PS2 is mains-powered so does not 
exploit the blue LED's power-saving qualities; 
• it does not use the high brightness of these 
new-generation GaN-based LEDs. 
The conclusion is that it was done to maintain 
the blue theme and reinforce a hi-tech concept. 
Moreover, Sony has big plans for the PS2, and 
not just for its gaming prowess: it wants it to 
be the centrepiece of tomorrow's home enter- 
tainment systems. It is already multi-functional 
(playing DVD games and movies as well as CD 
music and games) and Sony plans modems, 
hard-drives and other accessories, so it is very 
important for the PS2 to look good. The blue 
LED provides a way of making an impact. 
So what importance does this development 
have for the LED business? Sony was aiming to 
ship 10m PS2s worldwide by the end of 20o0 
and the PlayStation is still the top-selling con- 
sole, with total sales of over 75m worldwide. If 
we ascribe US$I apiece for each blue LED, then 
it already provides up to US$10m worth of 
business for some lucky blue LED supplier(s). 
The PlayStation has been around since 1995 so 
the PS2 itself will have at least a five-year life- 
span and could rack up comparable sales. 
Also, the likely further-reaching aspect of the 
domestic debut of the blue LED in this very 
important commercial appliance is the "copy- 
cat effect". With a design leader such as Sony 
using them it will not be long before other 
gadgets will be lit by blue LEDs. The more are 
shipped, the lower the price and the greater 
the penetration of this new family of devices. 
The PS2 has thus seeded the market for blue 
LED status indicators. With the market for 
large-area displays beginning to saturate, this 
presents a second blue-LED bonanza for the 
growing number of suppliers. 
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* "Gallium Nitride & Related 
Wide Boadgap Materials & 
Devices A Market & Technology 
Overview 1998-2oo 3" 
2nd edition 
(Elsevier Advanced Technology) 
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